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Abstract 
Environmental education organizations can do more to institute evaluation. In an effort to help Evaluators bridge the 
gap between the potential for high quality evaluation systems to improve environmental education, and the low level 
of evaluation in actual practice, I reviewed recent environmental education literature to reveal the challenges and 
opportunities for evaluating environmental education programs. The literature review identified strategies for 
confronting the challenges in environmental education evaluation, as well as notable opportunities for increasing the 
quality of evaluation in environmental education. 
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1. Introduction  
At its core, environmental education (EE) strives to engage the global citizenry in new ways of thinking 
and acting in, with, and for the environment—contributing to a more environmentally literate population. 
Environmental education is often delivered through an educational program and seeks to change the 
learner's cognitive, affective and participatory knowledge, skills and behavior. 
However, a gap exists between the potential for evaluation to inform EE programming and actual 
practice as the majority of EE programs have failed to incorporate high quality, systematic evaluation into 
their programming. Just like Fien, Scott, & Tilbury[1] described the “lack of a widespread culture of 
evaluation in environmental education,” calling it “immature” and largely “neglected”. Norris and 
Jacobson [2]examined the published reports of 56 conservation education programs, and found that less 
than one-third reported formative evaluations, while less than one quarter implemented summative 
evaluations. More recently, O’Neill[3] reviewed audits of biodiversity conservation projects being 
implemented by large international organizations such as World Wildlife Fund and The Nature 
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Conservancy. The projects focused on conserving biodiversity, however many included EE components. 
Of the 37 projects reviewed, less than one-third of the projects included formal systems for evaluating 
effectiveness and impact. 
The paucity of evaluation in EE programming is somewhat surprising given that providers of EE 
typically espouse a practitioner orientation. The parks, schools, zoos, non-formal learning centers, 
youth-serving organizations, museums, nature centers, camps and other facilities where EE is implemented 
are staffed by educators passionate about helping their audiences come to a greater understanding of 
environmental topics and of personal responsibilities for addressing environmental issues. 
This article presents interpretation of the various challenges and opportunities for evaluating EE. My 
intent was to glean from the recent literature the issues that complicate evaluation in EE. I believe that the 
field of EE would benefit from greater attention to evaluation, both in practice, and in disseminating 
evaluation results to a broader audience through publication. Thus, I also searched for insights on the 
potential opportunities for evaluators as well as for consumers of evaluation information to expand the role 
of evaluation in EE. 
Program evaluation is the systematic collection of information about the activities, characteristics, and 
outcomes of programs to make judgments about the program, improve program effectiveness and/or 
inform decisions about future programming. Utilization-focused program evaluation is evaluation done for 
and with specific intended primary users for specific, intended uses.[4] 
In the description of evaluation the main emphasis in conducting an evaluation is to work for and with 
specific users of the data to make judgments about the EE programming being evaluated[5]. While not 
intended to represent the breadth of evaluation approaches, I believe that focusing on utilization-focused 
program evaluation holds the most benefit for the widest group of EE evaluators. 
2. Challenges for environmental education  
Environmental education (EE) teaches children and adults how to learn about and investigate their 
environment, and to make intelligent, informed decisions about how they can take care of it. EE is taught 
in traditional classrooms, in communities, and in settings like nature centers, museums, parks, and zoos. 
Learning about the environment involves many subjects – earth science, biology, chemistry, social studies, 
even math and language arts – because understanding how the environment works, and keeping it healthy, 
involves knowledge and skills from many disciplines. 
This definition is crucial due to the ongoing discussion within the field of environmental education over 
whether the ultimate goal of EE is to influence intended behavior, knowledge and/or attitudes of the 
recipients of the EE program, or to positively impact the physical location of focus of the EE program. 
Within the formal school arena, EE is taught in a variety of subjects, including natural science, social 
studies, science, civics education, or integrated across multiple subjects.[6] The inherent diversity of EE 
results in the publication of evaluation and research findings in a variety of sources. An incomplete list of 
the fields with scholarly interest in EE includes education, interpretation, conservation biology, visitor 
studies, environmental psychology, environmental sociology, community studies, environmental justice 
and public health. Thus, the inter-disciplinary nature of EE effectively dilutes the accumulation of 
knowledge, making it challenging for environmental educators or evaluators to learn from the literature 
base. 
Evaluations of EE programs have been challenged by a lack of clearly articulated program objectives. 
This critical step is essential for identifying outcomes and structuring an appropriate evaluation plan. A 
related challenge occurs when there is a misalignment between the program's stated mission or objectives, 
and actual program activities. Goals and objectives should be explicitly linked to key factors and focal 
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targets of the project. However, it is evident from the literature that there are EE programs that either have 
not identified their program objectives, or have incorporated activities not aligned with program objectives.  
In my recent evaluation of on online education program, I identified a mismatch between long-term 
outcomes of the program and actual program activities. The current program design did not recommend or 
even mention participation in stewardship activities and focused instead on environmental knowledge and 
issue inquiry skills. Evaluations of EE programs can assist EE professionals by identifying the underlying 
assumptions framing the program, and depicting these in a model that provides clarity for program staff in 
aligning their short and long-term goals with program activities. 
Since the EE field does not have a long history of evaluation, many of the organizations and institutions 
involved in EE lack a culture of evaluation, which may be manifested as institutional resistance. 
Summarized factors contributed to resistance to evaluation, including: 
(1) A lack of understanding about evaluation;  
(2) A failure to give evaluation sufficient priority; 
(3)Concern over possible negative consequences of evaluation; 
(4)Lack of incentives for conducting evaluation studies, as well as the corollary, a lack of 
consequences for avoiding evaluations. 
For some providers of EE, the possibility of negative outcomes can be reason enough to avoid 
evaluation. Environmental educators are often personally committed to environmental issues, and to their 
programs in particular, convinced that the programs they have invested time to design and implement are 
accomplishing the intended outcomes. In these instances, the evaluator's ethical responsibility rests with 
neutrality and reporting data truthfully. 
Additional factors contributing to resistance are related to the previous evaluative experiences of EE 
staff. Many EE providers are familiar with satisfaction-based surveys administered to participants upon 
completion of a program, or summative evaluations imposed by funding organizations after funding has 
ceased, neither of which engender much support for future evaluation efforts. In a needs assessment for the 
evaluation of the largest grassroots EE program in Africa, McDuff[7] interviewed education staff for their 
perceptions regarding evaluation. Staff shared that evaluation was often perceived as “punishment” or an 
“examination,” something with strong negative connotations. Another common impediment to the 
adoption of evaluation for programs operating on a limited budget is the cost of evaluation.[8] 
Suggestions for increasing the acceptance of evaluation include: 
(1) Educating staff about evaluation, and involving them as stakeholders and participants in planning 
and implementing evaluation efforts; 
(2) Minimizing threats of evaluation by encouraging front-end and formative studies; 
(3) Communicating the results of evaluations in a timely and useful format;  
(4) Recognize the social and political climate of the institution. 
Environmental information – and misinformation – can come from many sources. An evaluation in 
Brazil investigating the long-term impacts of a conservation education program found that 95% of local 
residents indicated that they learned about environmental issues from television. Despite the fact that 
children spend considerable time in formal education settings, it is estimated that children get more 
environmental information (83%) from the media than from any other source, while the media is the only 
source of environmental information for most adults. Media sources including Internet, print media, 
television and radio are an integral component of modern culture, yet the quality and veracity of 
information varies widely. The lingering debate over whether or not human activities contribute to climate 
change offers just one disturbing example of the impact of misinformation. 
There is a related challenge since EE programs for school audiences often take place as a supplement to 
formal education, either by school classes participating in off-site field trips or by a visit to the classroom 
by the environmental educator. In both cases, the pre-visit preparation of the students can vary widely. 
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Some groups have received a great deal of background material by their classroom teacher, while others 
arrive at the EE program with no preparation for the learning objectives, further complicating evaluations 
to discern the effectiveness of individual EE programs. In an evaluation of four place-based education 
programs, Powers noted that this disparity of group preparedness presented a distinct challenge for 
evaluating the effectiveness of EE programs. Evaluators can take this into account when working with 
large sample sizes and design data collection methods to control for these differences. However it remains 
a challenge when working with small sample sizes or smaller budgets. 
3. Opportunities for environmental education  
There is evidence on multiple levels of a growing interest among EE practitioners to incorporate 
evaluation in their work. Just like the North American Association for Environmental Education (NAAEE). 
The National Environmental Education Advancement Project (NEEAP) created the “Organizational 
Assessment Tool” (OAT), a self-assessment tool designed specifically for EE organizations to 
comprehensively review the major aspects of internal organizational development, including evaluation, to 
increase the organization's sustainability and ability for capacity building. Clearly, the environmental 
education community is interested in increasing the quantity and quality of EE evaluation. 
Given the national emphasis on educational accountability, evaluation can play a key role in justifying 
the effort and resources that are being expended. One of the common barriers to implementing EE 
programs is the difficulty of establishing the discipline's legitimacy to key audiences, including decision 
makers at the local, state, and national levels.  
Although the great majorities are aware of environmental topics, the average nationality has poor 
understanding of the issues and limited comprehension of their own responsibilities and actions regarding 
the environmental situation. In the coming decades, the increasing complexity of a myriad of 
environmental issues – including energy – will require a citizenry that is knowledgeable and able to make 
informed decisions. Evaluation can provide evidence to improve the design and delivery of EE programs, 
and increase program effectiveness. The urgency of environmental issues could increase the demand for 
evaluation of EE programming. 
A brief review of recent published articles revealed some of the major challenges facing evaluations of 
environmental education. However, well-designed evaluation strategies can address these challenges, and 
the field is ripe for opportunities in evaluation. For this to occur, evaluators and consumers of evaluation 
efforts need to adopt a more consistent approach in terms of what is expected and what is disclosed. 
It is imperative that evaluators share the results of EE evaluations, both to inform the evaluation field 
and practitioners of EE. I suggest that evaluation reports and publications disclose more about the 
evaluation theory being used in the evaluation, incorporate more high quality strategies congruent with the 
evaluation genre being used, and focus more on reporting the formative evaluation process that results in 
making judgments of value and merit. In addition to advancing the knowledge base, all of this can help 
reduce institutional resistance to evaluation. 
For their part, the providers of EE interested in evaluation will benefit by incorporating evaluation into 
program planning and operations in earlier stages of program development, which includes contracting 
evaluations that assess needs or provide formative feedback, and allowing for longer time frames for 
evaluation results. EE practitioners have demonstrated an increasing interest in evaluation, and thus will be 
likely partners for participatory evaluative approaches. EE programmers and EE evaluators share in 
common the continuing struggle to accomplish the highest quality work given time, funding and logistical 
constraints necessitating a series of “best choices” for the circumstances encountered. 
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4. Conclusion  
The challenges and opportunities outlined above are not unique to the field of environmental program 
evaluation. However, the increasing complexity of many issues facing environmental conditions lends a 
distinct urgency to the situation. The continued sustenance of the human population on earth necessitates a 
collective effort to live sustainably, meaning within the limits of resources available for consumption and 
the capacity of the planet to handle wastes. As Orr succinctly described: “Sustainability, in short, is 
constituted by a series of public choices that require effective institutions of governance and a 
well-informed, democratically engaged citizenry”. This need for a well-informed, engaged citizenry to 
make public and private choices that positively impact the environment is what drives many EE efforts. 
Strategically designed evaluations can provide valuable insights to improve educational programming, and 
in so doing, ultimately influence human impacts on the environment. 
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